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AND THE STORRS AGRICULTURAL EXPERIMENT STATION



It is a pleasure to again present highlights of 
our research conducted through the Storrs 
Agricultural Experiment Station for the Gov-
ernor’s Office and the Connecticut General 
Assembly (per State Statute Ch. 426, Sec. 22-
102). As Connecticut’s land-grant institution, 
we have a federally charged responsibility 

MESSAGE FROM THE DEAN of the College of Agriculture and Natural Resources
to educate the next generation of students; 
conduct fundamental and translational re-
search to address the needs of Connecticut’s 
$4.6 billion agricultural economy, be stewards 

of the state’s natural resources and improve  
human health; and provide non-credit education 
and outreach to Connecticut’s citizens through 
the Cooperative Extension System. Our research 
is fully integrated with our academic programs 
and our students are directly engaged with fac-
ulty in research as we train the next generation 

of scientists and leaders. Likewise, our research 
discoveries are delivered directly to those who 
can benefit from them through our Cooperative 
Extension System. 

Highlights of  Research and the Storrs Agricultural Experiment Station

Gregory Weidemann 
Dean and Director
College of Agriculture 
and Natural Resources
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INTRODUCTION   The University of Connecticut’s Col-

lege of Agriculture and Natural Resources (CANR) is 

committed to research that solves problems and in-

vestigates new areas relevant to agriculture, food, for-

estry, the environment and human health. The Office 

of Research and Graduate Education is responsible 

for facilitating CANR’s research environment, which is 

supported by capacity and competitive funds. Capac-

ity research funding is provided through the federal-

state partnership managed by the Storrs Agricultural 

Experiment Station (SAES). Competitive funds are ob-

tained from a variety of federal and non-federal sourc-

es through the independent initiative of CANR’s fac-

ulty and staff. We encourage fundamental research 

to gain knowledge in relevant agriculture fields, and 

multidisciplinary collaborations between institutions, 

agencies and fields of study to advance national 

goals established by the United States Department  

of Agriculture’s National Institute of Food and  

Agriculture (USDA NIFA). We value applied research 

approaches and the application of results from all re-

search endeavors.  

The College of Agriculture and Natural Resources 

comprises eight departments that are home to 143 

faculty members and 136 staff. These individuals all 

contribute to the discovery of new knowledge and 

its communication to the broader population of the 

state, region and nation. An essential component of 

the CANR research mission is to provide a framework  

for graduate student and postdoctoral scientist train-

ing, ensuring that the next generation of scientists  

is prepared for addressing the state’s, region’s and  

nation’s challenges.

VISION   The vision of the College of Agriculture and Natural Resources is to generate new knowledge,  

disseminate knowledge in formal and informal settings, engage societal needs, provide leadership for problem- 

solving, improve the quality of life for all people of the State of Connecticut and participate in global citizenship.  

Highlights of  Research and the Storrs Agricultural Experiment Station
MISSION   Our mission is to develop knowledge and disseminate it through the three academic functions of 

teaching, research and outreach education. This mission is based in historic federal legislation that led to the  

modern day land-grant university including the Morrill, Hatch, Smith-Lever, McIntire-Stennis and Animal Health acts 

and enabling state statutes.
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The Storrs Agricultural Experiment Station 

(SAES) receives capacity funding from the 

USDA each year and a 1:1 state match is  

provided through the University’s block grant 

from the state legislature. For FY2013, funding 

in the amount of $1.33 million was received to 

support independent investigator and multi-

state research in the broad fields of agricultural 

sciences, forestry and animal health. The al-

location of those funds is indicated in Figure 1. 

81.3 percent of the budget was used to fund 

personnel (i.e., graduate students and faculty/

staff) that contributed to research associated 

with USDA-approved capacity projects.

The investment provided by the federal-state 

SAES partnership is leveraged considerably 

by the creative and scholarly efforts of CANR’s 

faculty and staff. This is done primarily through 

pursuit of competitive extramural funding in  

the form of single- or multi-year grant awards. 

In FY 2013, CANR faculty and staff members 

were engaged in research supported by more 

than 395 active or approved grants, 61 of  

which were supported directly by the USDA 

capacity funds. 

In FY 2013, CANR researchers applied for a total 

of approximately $60 million in extramural grant 

funding.  Proposals were submitted to a variety 

of federal and non-federal sources. Federal 

agencies were approximately 87 percent of the 

destinations for grant submissions. 

The Storrs Agricultural Experiment Station and Research
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The application for and acquisition of funding 

is a common metric used to gauge research 

activity.  While it communicates the value of a 

research idea/mission as judged by qualified 

peer scientists and agencies, it represents only 

the input side. The outputs that are realized 

from research funding are measured in terms 

of scholarship and the number of scientists 

(i.e., MS and PhD students; postdoctoral  

fellows) trained.

Scholarly Product/Indicator Number

Peer-reviewed journal articles 163

Books authored 0

Books edited 1

Book chapters 18

Published conference proceedings 234

Technical reports and manuals 50

Patents 4

Presentations at meetings 587

Editorships of major journals 6

Associate editorships/editorial board memberships 91

Member of federal peer review committees 20

Member of other national/international peer review committees 39

Member of state or regional peer review committees 16

Ad hoc reviews for granting agencies 404

Source: Annual reports of CANR departments.

Scholarly Productivity

Research Expenditures by Funding Agency, FY 2013
Source: Office for Sponsored Programs

(total dallars in millions and percent) 
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Approximately $15 million was spent in support of research activities in FY 2013. These funds were derived primarily from 

awards received in preceding fiscal years. Expenditures derived from USDA funding accounted for 62 percent of the total with 

the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and other federal agencies (e.g., NIH, NSF, DOE) accounting for an additional 21 percent.
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Human Capacity Development in the Agricultural Sciences

Training the 
Next Generation 
of research scientists

is necessary for our state and nation to remain competitive in the 
global marketplace. An essential element of the CANR research 
mission is the training of MS, PhD and postdoctoral scientists for 
the purpose of meeting this need. The US Department of Labor 
Bureau of Labor Statistics recently noted that research scientists 
will continue to be in high demand, with PhD-trained individuals 
enjoying the greatest opportunities.

 
In FY 2013 
 •  19 PhD candidates graduated 
 •  37 MS candidates graduated 
 •  38 postdoctoral fellows worked under the  
          direction of CANR faculty members

MS    •    PhD    •    Postdoctoral fellows
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Training the 
Next Generation 
of research scientists

MS    •    PhD    •    Postdoctoral fellows

Student Dept Advisor Thesis Title

Jason Cruz Patalinghug ARE Robert Cromley Two Essays on the U.S. Confectionery Industry

Charles R. Rhodes ARE Ronald W. Cotterill A Cross-Disciplinary Analysis of Sweetened 
Carbonated Soft-Drink Consumption, and Related 
Policy Options to Influence Economic and Non-
Economic Drivers of Consumption

Ibrahim Abou-Saad ARE Boris E. Bravo-Ureta Total Factor Productivity Change in Egyptian 
Agriculture: A Governorate Level Analysis Using 
Stochastic Frontiers

Chen Zhu ARE Farhed Shah Three Essays on the US Ready-to-Eat Cereal 
Industry

Deep Mukherjee ARE Farhed Shah Agricultural Sustainability in the Face of Climatic 
Change: Challenges and Opportunities

Taeyeon Yoon ARE Farhed Shah Economics of Sustainable Natural Resource 
Management

Umi Muawanah ARE Robert Pomeroy Three Essays in Fisheries and Aquaculture 
Economics

Ranjith Ramanathan ANSC Richard Mancini Role of Mitochondria in Postmortem Beef Color

Sangeetha Ananda Baskaran ANSC Kumar Venkitanarayanan Investigating the Potential of Plant-Derived 
Antimicrobials for Controlling Enterohemorrhagic 
Escherichia coli O157:H7

Meredith J. Metcalf NRE Gary Robbins Deciphering Hydrogeologic Conditions in Fractured 
Bedrock Using Domestic Well Data and GIS

Megan R. Colletto NUSC Nancy Rodriguez Whole Body Protein Utilization in Recreational Ex-
ercisers: Response to Acute and Habitual Protein 
Intake

Meng Yang NUSC Ock K. Chun Development and Validation of a Food Frequency 
Questionnaire to Assess Antioxidant Intake in U.S. 
Adults

Juan Carlos Aristizabal NUSC Jeff S. Volek Effects of a long Term Resistance Training 
Program and Protein Supplementation on Resting 
Metabolic Rate in Young Adults

Christopher N. Blesso NUSC Maria-Luz Fernandez Carbohydrate Restriction and Egg Intake Improve 
Artherogenic Lipoprotein Profiles, Carotenoid 
Status, Inflammation, and Clinical Risk Factors 
Associated with Metabolic Syndrome

Shymaa Mohsen Ata NUSC Maria-Luz Fernandez The Effects of Egg Lutein on Age-Related Macular 
Degeneration and Cardiovascular Disease Risk 
Factors: A Randomized Placebo-Controlled Trial

Ying Wang NUSC Ock K. Chun Dietary Total Antioxidant Capacity: A Useful Tool in 
Assessing Dietary, Plasma Antioxidant Status and 
Cardiovascular Disease Risk

Christopher Masterjohn NUSC Richard Bruno Regulation of Methylglyoxal Accumulation by 
Glutathione and Dietary Antioxidants

Maria Jacqueline Barona Acevedo NUSC Maria-Luz Fernandez Evaluation of the Effects of Grape Consumption on 
Dyslipidemias, Hypertension, Endothelial Dysfunc-
tion, Inflammation and Oxidative Stress in Male 
Volunteers with Metabolic Syndrome

Kelsey McKee Mangano NUSC Jane E. Kerstetter Relating Dietary Lipids and Protein to Bone Health 
Using the National Health and Nutrition Examina-
tion Survey 2005-2008

*ARE: Agricultural and Resource Economics; ANSC: Animal Science;  NRE: Natural Resources and the Environment; NUSC: Nutritional Sciences

PhD Degrees Conferred FY 2013
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Jason Parent always liked the outdoors, but he 
never thought it would one day provide the setting 
for his career. After graduating from UConn in 2002 
with an undergraduate degree in environmental sci-
ence, Parent went on to earn his master’s degree in 
the College’s Department of Natural Resources and 
the Environment, finishing in 2006. After taking 
some time between graduate degrees to work as 
an academic assistant at UConn, Parent enrolled in 
the PhD program in 2009 to continue the research 
he started as a master’s student.

As an undergraduate student, Parent studied 
environmental biology, a branch of environmental 
science that focuses on natural ecosystems. He 
wrote his undergraduate honors thesis on the 
effects of the European starling on germination 
success in invasive plant species. 

Before starting work on his master’s degree, 
Parent took some online courses on geographic 
information systems (GIS) and remote sensing 
from the University of Montana and realized that 
he wanted to learn to apply them in the study of 
natural resources.

In remote sensing, researchers use sensors on 
satellites or aircraft to gather information about 
the landscape. GIS is the use of this data gathered 
by remote sensing and field data to make maps 
and conduct analyses.

In his dissertation research, Parent uses remote 
sensing data to analyze land cover—the patterns 
of natural vegetation and human-dominated 
environments—over a large area, with the goal of 
developing remote sensing-based models for use 
in forest research and management. He uses GIS 
to collect, store, manipulate and analyze the data. 

PhD Student Seeks New Ways to  
Use GIS in Forest Management
By Francesca Crivello

Parent is attempting to map land cover at a higher res-
olution than has previously been done for large areas. 
Some types of remote sensing, such as that gathered 
by aircraft, produce massive amounts of data, which 
presents challenges in doing GIS analyses of large 
areas. For example, one dataset for eastern Connecti-
cut is nearly one terabyte and must be divided into 
more than 4,000 subsets to process efficiently, which 
is laborious and time consuming. Traditional methods 
of mapping land cover require human interpretation, 
but with such a large dataset, that is nearly impossible. 
Parent is working to create ways to automate this data 
processing that will give accurate results. He is cur-
rently testing the models with measurements made in 
the field to verify their capacity to accurately predict 
the field data he collected over the past two summers.

Jason 
PARENT
Graduate Student 
Department of Natural  
Resources and the Environment
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In addition to the work he is doing for his disser-
tation, Parent became part of a new project this 
past summer. Researchers are looking for ways 
to better handle the wide ranging and lengthy 
power outages affecting homes and businesses 
across the region that have resulted from the 
natural disasters of recent years. In conjunction 
with a team of faculty and students in UConn’s 
Department of Civil and Environmental Engineer-
ing, Parent is helping develop computer models 
of forest height to identify the areas where 
power lines are most a vulnerable to tree dam-
age. This information will help utility companies 
better determine the need for additional crews 
from outside the region in advance of the storm 
and allow them position resources to restore 
power to affected areas as soon as possible.

In addition to conducting research, Parent 
loves to teach. For the past several years, he 
has taught a graduate-level course on Python 
scripting for GIS in the Department of Natural 
Resources and the Environment. He hopes to 
obtain a faculty appointment at a university in 
the northeast where he can continue teaching 
and doing research on using remote sensing in 
forest research and management.

COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE AND NATURAL RESOURCES
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Research Features

Our focus has always been on hiring talented 

researchers to help advance the CANR research 

mission and solve real-world problems. The fol-

lowing articles provide brief summaries of the 

research activities of selected faculty and staff.  

 

The research enterprise of any entity is only as good as its scientists.
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Research Features

Benjamin 
CAMPBELL

Most Connecticut residents see the importance of eating 
more fruits and vegetables. Benjamin Campbell, assistant pro-
fessor and extension economist in the College’s Department 
of Agricultural and Resource Economics, wants consumers to 
focus their eyes on CT Grown produce.

Campbell does market research by conducting consumer 
eye tracking studies. This technology pinpoints what sorts of 
signs attract attention to merchandise and where customers 
look within the store display. When business owners know how 
consumers “see” items, they can change signs to increase 
sales. In this way, Campbell’s work affects people’s livelihoods.

With a new $73,000 grant funded by the Specialty Crop 
Block Grant Program, Campbell and the Connecticut Depart-
ment of Agriculture will study consumers’ behavior as they 
interact with the Connecticut Grown label.

Eye tracking studies will measure the effect of signage 
and display position within the store on the customer’s at-
tention to CT Grown specialty crops. In addition, researchers 
will identify barriers that prevent producers and retailers from 
using local labeling.

Consumer awareness of local produce availability offers 
the potential for higher consumption and more demand for 
Connecticut products. Theoretically, an increase in CT Grown 
popularity could compel Connecticut’s producers to grow more, 
hire additional local laborers and boost the state’s economy.

In addition, the eye tracking studies on fruits and vegeta-
bles are especially useful in fulfilling the Governor’s Council for 
Agricultural Development mandate to increase expenditures for 
locally grown food to 5 percent by 2020. This is nearly double 
the present spending level, which is 2.5 to 3 percent.

Promoting CT Grown as the Apple of a Consumer’s Eye
By Patsy Evans

In his research, Campbell employs a Tobii X1 Light Eye Tracker 
unit, which attaches to the front of a computer monitor. The human 
research subject sits in front of the unit while watching still images 
or a video on the monitor. The eye tracker uses infrared beams to 
detect where the subject’s eyes are looking on the screen. The 
resultant heat map, superimposed on the image, records tiny eye 
movements for the researcher. Measurements show where the sub-
ject looked, what held her interest and how long it took her to notice 
something, such as a sign.

Through his research, Campbell finds that “labeling works” and 
is worth the investment. In addition, eye tracking studies reveal the 
demographics of a particular clientele so that the seller can focus 
efforts in the most profitable direction. For example, customers look 
at signs differently, depending on their motivation. Some consum-
ers are price sensitive, which makes them focus on the price tag. 
Others are environmentally aware and study displays that indicate a 
local, organic or sustainable connection. The customers who value 
quality spend the most time looking at the product itself.

Before becoming part of UConn’s Faculty 500 hiring initia-
tive, Campbell was at Vineland Research and Innovation Centre in 
Canada, where he established and ran the horticultural econom-
ics program. He collaborated with colleagues at Michigan State 
University, Purdue University, Texas A&M University, the University of 
Florida and the University of Minnesota.

Campbell received $100,000 in grants during his first year at 
UConn. His appointment has an unusually high percentage of time 
(75) dedicated to extension activities. Campbell said, “I see it as an 
opportunity to combine research with outreach efforts in collabora-
tion with other departments, such as the Department of Extension, 
to strengthen agriculture within communities statewide.”

In addition to using his research to help business owners, 
Campbell works with youth in USDA and Connecticut Extension 
projects. He serves as a grant evaluator for a Connecticut Children, 
Youth, and Families at Risk (CYFAR) urban teen gardening project 
and as a speaker for 4-H. The young people learn about the sci-
ence and technology of consumer research and the techniques 
employed by stores to sell products. Campbell uses these lessons 
to show the importance of making good food choices, like CT Grown 
fruits and vegetables, when they become consumers and garden-
ers.

He tells the youth how some companies use consumer re-
search, including eye tracking studies, to increase profits with less 
regard for customers’ health. For example, Campbell points out that 
most food stores make candy accessible in the front while put-
ting food with higher nutritional value in less convenient locations, 
further to the back. He demonstrates that making healthier choices 
sometimes involves more effort. In the end, Campbell’s eye tracking 
work may be helping Connecticut’s consumers, youth included, see 
CT Grown as the apple of their eyes for years to come.

Assistant  Professor 
Department of Agricultural  
and Resource Economics

C O L L E G E  O F  A G R I C U LT U R E  A N D  N AT U R A L  R E S O U R C E S
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Gerald 
BERKOWITZ 

Professor 
Department of Plant Science  
and Landscape Architecture

Plant Scientist’s Research Reveals Secrets  
of Plants’ Cellular Communication
By Nancy Weiss

Professor of Plant Science Gerry Berkowitz may have cut 
his teeth on the music of the Grateful Dead, but through 
years of research he has unlocked a new, far subtler form of 
communication. He has identified how plants communicate 
on a cellular level.

Berkowitz, who holds degrees from Cornell (BS), Texas 
Tech (MS) and Brandeis (PhD), joined the University of Con-
necticut College of Agriculture and Natural Resources in 
1996. He focuses his research, which has been supported by 
the National Science Foundation and other federal agencies 
since his arrival at UConn, on plant physiology and molecu-
lar biology. He has found that plants have internal signals 
that cells send to each other as warnings when parts of the 
plant are under attack by insects or disease. Deep within 
the plant cells, a message goes out to produce material to 
repel the invading insect or fight back against the onset of 
disease. Berkowitz and his team of graduate students and 
postdoctoral fellows have characterized the system through 
which the word is passed along within a plant and to neigh-
boring plants as well.

Typically growers and gardeners spray commercial 
pesticides on plants to kill insects or diseases. Berkowitz’s 
research suggests a new approach. When a greenhouse 
grower, for instance, observes that conditions are condu-
cive to certain diseases, he can simply apply to the plant a 
peptide (corresponding to the plant’s own messages) that 
sends a message to its cells to produce specific chemical 
responses to prevent diseases or repel or kill insects. Rather 
than toxic chemicals, the plants essentially implement their 
version of an immune system to kick in and fight back. This 
protective strategy uses peptides that are naturally occur-
ring within the plant’s own cells; they are not toxic to any 
organism in the environment and, as natural substances, 
they do not persist in the environment in a manner similar to 
some synthetic pesticides.

Unlike us humans, whose white blood cells fight infec-
tion by circulating throughout the body, plants don’t react as 
a whole. Every cell has to mount its own immune response. 
This complex reaction fascinates Berkowitz, who looks at 
the subtle way plants get signals and how they translate 
perception of these cues and signals into the activation of 
their early warning defense systems.

As poetry is often more subtle than daily conversation, so 
too is the communication of plant cells. Berkowitz notes that 
when cells within a leaf, for example, sense a bacterial attack, 
they surround the invader within a bubble and encapsulate it 
to stop it from spreading to healthy cells. They may also signal 
neighboring plants to send out chemicals to attract predators or 
alert them that they are under attack and should start producing 
compounds to resist the threat.

Spraying bacterial proteins on plants can stimulate the 
plants to activate their own defenses rather than using pesticides 
to do the job. Some of these bacterial protein sprays are cur-
rently being used on a commercial basis. Berkowitz suggests that 
even these “next generation” environmentally benign pesticides 
could be replaced by using the plant’s own peptide messages to 
activate defenses.

Berkowitz’s previous research discovered how cells receive 
signals. New information unlocks what is sending the signals and 
how to match what happens inside a plant cell and what systems 
the plant cells use to communicate with other cells and to inter-
pret the perceived messages.

Typically growers and gardeners spray commercial pesticides on plants to kill 

insects or diseases. Berkowitz’ research suggests a new approach.
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Each plant species has its own, unique language, 
and each one is different. Just now Berkowitz and other 
scientists are identifying these signals in corn, wheat and 
tomatoes. The complexity increases as the bacteria and 
fungi that attack plants have ways to alter themselves to 
essentially outwit the early warning defense systems of the 
plant cells upon which prey.

Berkowitz’ wry sense of humor can be found in the 
titles of some of his recent research articles, which include 
references to songs of Neil Young and the Grateful Dead: 
“Danger at Your Door: Pathogen Signals and Programmed 
Cell Death in Plants,” “The Grateful Dead: Calcium and Cell 
Death in Plant Innate Immunity,” “There’s More to the Picture 
Than Meets the Eye: Nitric Oxide Cross-Talk with Ca2+ Signal-
ing ” and “Death Don’t Have No Mercy and Neither Does 
Calcium” are some examples of his subtle tributes to the 
rock and roll bands he enjoys.

Despite decades of research, Berkowitz retains a sense 
of wonder at the natural world. While probing the intricacies 
of plant communication, he notes, “What’s really amazing is 
the power of the individual cell. To know nature is to see that 
it has amazing facets.”

“Unlike us humans, whose white blood cells fight infection by cir-

culating throughout the body, plants don’t react as a whole. Every 

cell has to mount its own immune response.”

–Gerry Berkowitz

COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE AND NATURAL RESOURCES

2 0 1 3  H I G H L I G H T S  O F  R ES E A R C H         1 3



Biomedical Scientist Brings Research Findings to Health 
Promotion in the Workplace
By Nancy Weiss

Americans profess a deep interest in being healthy and living 
as long as possible without disease or disability, but achieving 
those goals is challenging. Changing behavior for healthy living 
takes education, collaboration and energy, elements Pouran 
Faghri, professor in the Department of Allied Health Sciences, 
is uniquely qualified to offer. From the beginning of her career, 
Faghri was interested in improving people’s lives and promoting 
health through health behavior changes.

Faghri holds MD and MS degrees in physiology and biophys-
ics and has joint appointments as professor in the Biomedical 
Engineering Program in the School of Engineering and professor 
of community medicine and health care at the University of  
Connecticut Health Center. Faghri is also co-director of the 
University of Connecticut Center for Environmental Health and 
Health Promotion. Her original research focused on working with 
people with spinal cord injury. She came to realize that to improve 
the life of a person with a disability, one must go beyond their 
limitations. She also found that the disabled and the general 
public are remarkably similar in the causes of ill health.

“Even though a person with spinal cord disability is suffering 
from some type of paralysis, the leading cause of death is not 
the disability but conditions related to life style, including being 
sedentary, unhealthy diet, diabetes and obesity—the same as 
the general population,” Faghri says.

Faghri’s biomedical research focuses on biomechanical and 
metabolic evaluation of exercise in both able-bodied and dis-
abled individuals. She studied the effects of functional electrical 
stimulation (FES) technology in inducing function in people with 
spinal cord injury and stroke. She was part of a team that devel-
oped the first FES- induced cycle ergometer. The system allows 
a person with spinal cord injury to exercise despite paralyzed 
muscles and to experience better cardiovascular performance. 
Presently, as part of her research she is optimizing the system 
for individuals with different levels of fitness, anthropometric 
characteristics and age level.

“The original FES-cycle ergometer was based on the 
technology that was available 20 years ago, and we now have 
better understanding of the musculoskeletal system and better 
technology to improve the system,” Faghri says.

As one of the leading researchers in FES technology, 
she used it for other applications, including the prevention of 
shoulder subluxation in stroke patients and prevention of deep 
venous thrombosis. Deep venous thrombosis is a life-threatening 
condition that occurs when a person is in a sedentary posi-
tion for a long period of time as with muscle paralysis, coma or 
prolonged surgery. She is the sole inventor and holds a patent 
on the Electronic Muscle Pump, which improves circulation and 
helps prevent blood clots.

Pouran 
FAGHRI
Professor  
Department of Allied  
Health Sciences

This past summer, in collaboration with her colleagues at 
the UConn Health Center, she received funding from the National 
Science Foundation (NSF) to evaluate the effect of FES for tissue 
regeneration, more specifically muscles and tendons.

“This is an exciting area and the results could help tremendous-
ly those with amputee or other tissue losses,” says Faghri.

Faghri’s health promotion research interests extend to able-
bodied people as well. She understands how to connect with the 
average person who wants to live a healthier lifestyle but feels 
impeded by lack of time, information, social support or encourage-
ment. She found that the workplace, where 65 percent of adults 
spend time, is an efficient place to reach individuals with health 
information and intervention.

With funding from the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 
through the Connecticut Department of Public Health, Faghri and 
a team of professionals developed a tool kit for health promotion 
programs for small to midsize companies. The kit provides step-
by-step strategy for implementing a health promotion program at 
the workplace from the assessment of employees’ risk factors for 
disease, attitudes and healthy behaviors to tailored intervention for 
addressing the problem and evaluation of the intervention. The tool-

“The workplace offers the opportunity to target a large population 

through better communications and environmental and policy chang-

es. Promoting good health makes sense for employers as productivity 

increases and absenteeism decreases.” 

–Pouran Faghri
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kit was later adopted and used by the CDC to promote worksite 
health promotion programming.

Faghri developed the first workplace health promotion  
program for the State of Connecticut, called ConnectiFIT.  
Through this program, employees were encouraged to change 
their lifestyles for healthier behaviors including increasing  
physical activity while at work through pedometer walking 
programs and choosing healthier food options at the cafeteria 
and by offering a farmers’ market to provide local produce for all 
employees. Furthermore, a website put the program online where 
workers can get health information and be reminded to add fit-
ness activities to their daily life.

“The workplace offers the opportunity to target a large 
population through better communications and environmental 
and policy changes. Promoting good health makes sense for em-
ployers as productivity increases and absenteeism decreases,” 
Faghri adds.

Most programs encourage citizens to walk more and eat 
healthful foods, but Faghri and her team decided to be more 
creative than that. Employees were encouraged to form teams to 
add 20 percent more steps to their day. Pedometers and weekly 
walking logs were provided, and soon people were walking  
during their lunch breaks.

A weekly farmers’ market, coordinated by the Department of 
Agriculture, gave employees access to healthier food by offering 
locally grown fruits and vegetables. Efforts were made to offer 
healthier choices at workplace cafeterias and workers respond-
ed positively to the changes.

When the programs were evaluated, results were significant. 
Employees who participated in the walking program covered 
6.4 to 8.8 miles each week. Participants with stage one hyper-
tension reduced their systolic and diastolic blood pressure. An 
overwhelming 98 percent of employees who attended health 

education programs reported that they learned more about 
what they needed to do to lead healthier lives. 

Faghri’s success with ConnectiFIT and other health 
promotion programs led to the formation of a new Center for 
the Promotion of Health in the New England Workplace (CPH-
NEW) as a joint project of the University of Connecticut Health 
Center, the University of Massachusetts at Lowell and the 
University of Connecticut. It is a research center for excellence 
funded by the US National Institute for Occupational Safety 
and Health with more than $9 million in funding to date. Faghri 
is the principle investigator of the program for the Storrs cam-
pus. The center integrates health promotion with occupational 
health interventions with a strong emphasis on musculoskel-
etal, cardiovascular and mental health outcomes.

“The ultimate goal of worksite health promotion is to 
create a culture that values and meets both individual and 
organizational needs for health improvement. Companies re-
ceive many benefits after implementing a worksite program in 
addition to reducing costs. They include increases in employee 
morale, improved employee health, reduction in workers com-
pensation claims, reduction in absenteeism and increases in 
productivity,” says Faghri.

Pouran Faghri is a respected and highly productive 
researcher with more than 65 peer-reviewed publications 
and the author of books and chapters in books. She is also 
committed to teaching and has served as major or associate 
advisor to more than 65 graduate students at both PhD and 
MS levels.

With a rare combination of training, inventiveness and 
a passion for helping her fellow human beings enjoy fuller 
healthier lives, Pouran Faghri brings effective programs to the 
workplace. Her work is recognized on a national level while 
touching individuals where they live and work.

COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE AND NATURAL RESOURCES
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“In the last 100 years we have learned very little about our 
bedrock groundwater resources. Rock has natural fractures, 
some of which carry water. We drill into the fractures to tap 
the water. We can’t answer basic questions of how deep, how 
much water, where to drill,” says Professor Gary Robbins, an 
expert on hydrogeology.

Robbins’s journey to become head of UConn’s Ground-
water Program, recognized as one of the Northeast’s leading 
programs in applied hydrogeology, began when he was a boy 
and walked into the Museum of Natural History in his hometown 
of New York City with his brother. He entered the rock room and 
his life was forever changed.

“I never thought of a career in geology until that mo-
ment. It led me to take earth science in high school and major 
in geology in college,” said Robbins, now a professor in the 
Department of Natural Resources and the Environment and a 
faculty member in the Center for Integrative Geosciences at the 
University of Connecticut.  

After receiving an undergraduate degree from Brooklyn 
College in Brooklyn, NY, Robbins attended Brown University for 
his MS and later Texas A&M for his PhD. At all three institutions, 
he focused his studies on geology. While Robbins was always 
interested in teaching, he also wanted to do something practi-
cal and hands-on. He worked as an intern for the US Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission, studying disposal of radioactive waste. 
This led him to the study of groundwater, a personal and pro-
fessional interest that informs his work inside and outside the 
classroom.

Robbins joined the UConn faculty in 1986 in the Depart-
ment of Geology and Geophysics. In 2004, he moved to the 
College of Agriculture and Natural Resources because of his 
interest in water-related work and his desire to find practical 
applications for his expertise.

“I love my work. The environment is terrific in [the College]. 
I don’t have an extension appointment, but I like working with 
people and helping them solve problems,” Robbins says. 

Robbins and a historian recently led a group of 100 people 
on a tour of the Talcottville district of Vernon to look at the 
geology of old mill sites. He has given other geology tours for 
senior citizens and local land trusts. Robbins has also worked 
as a consultant to a number of towns across Connecticut, the 
state’s insurance companies, private firms and the public on 
issues related to groundwater.  

Since 2005 Robbins’s work has evolved. Half his time is 
spent working on water resources sustainability, conserva-
tion and management, efforts that began with the study of 
gasoline contamination in water supplies. Robbins con-
centrates on developing cost-effective ways to find where 
contaminants originate. His new method uses dissolved 
oxygen to test how water flows into wells through various 
fractures. The process promises to provide much more detail 
than is now available in locating sources of water pollution, 
at greatly reduced cost.  

According to Robbins, there are 300,000 wells in the 
state for which there are data based on records maintained 
by well drilling operations. Robbins’s work focuses on 
digitizing the information so the data can be used to answer 
important questions such as where drilling should occur, 
how much water is available and how much water is being 
used. This year alone, he has published four papers on these 
issues.

Gary 
ROBBINS
Professor
Department of Natural  
Resources and the Environment

Hydrogeologist Develops Ways to Monitor Groundwater 
Supply and Quality
By Nancy Weiss
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Currently, he is working on a proposal to the City of 
Stamford to help them evaluate risks associated with arse-
nic, uranium and pesticides that might be in the bedrock 
water supply.

“I hope I can help Stamford. This is an enormous op-
portunity for us as it is the largest set of data for a city on 
pesticide contamination. This is the tip of the iceberg, and 
other places face the same issues. It would be a great pilot 
study,” says Robbins. 

Closer to Storrs, Robbins is engaged in projects using 
dissolved oxygen to trace borehole flow in crystalline bed-
rock. Using borehole records from 2,500 domestic wells in 
bedrock in the Coventry Quadrangle, he and his students are 
analyzing many factors, including recharge rates. On campus 
in Storrs, they monitor four well fields, including one at the 
Plant Science Research Center.  

Climate change is altering the way water is used, ac-
cording to Robbins. In the developing world, water is being 
diverted for irrigation at the expense of drinking water. 
The quality of water is pivotal to human health, and many 
people become ill or die from waterborne diseases.  

“The real problem with water and humans is distribu-
tion. At some point we may find it necessary to ship water 
to places where it is needed. It is essential for life and we 
take it for granted,” Robbins asserts.  

Robbins holds a patent on an “apparatus and meth-
od for measuring volatile constituents in earth samples” 
and is the recipient of extensive honors and distinctions in 
his profession.

Whether helping the town of Killingly address a water 
problem beneath the gym of their new high school or re-
sponding to the concerns of a homeowner worried about 
the effects of contaminated water on her family, Gary Rob-
bins is ready to apply the lessons of science to real life.

Climate change is altering the way water is used. In the developing world, water is being diverted for irrigation at the expense of drinking 

water. The quality of water is pivotal to human health, and many people become ill or die from waterborne diseases. 
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Extension Dairy Specialist Works to Enhance Sustainability 
of New England Dairy Farms

With approximately 129 dairy farms in Connecticut alone, 
Sheila Andrew, professor and extension dairy specialist in 
the College’s Department of Animal Science, is frequently on 
call to assist with current issues affecting New England dairy 
farmers. 

“Much of my research is focused on nutrition or mastitis-
related issues of concern to regional dairy producers,” Andrew 
says. 

In her newest research project, Andrew is studying the 
digestibility of snaplage, a high-energy corn product easily 
produced on New England farms. Typically, lactating dairy 
cows need more energy than can be fulfilled by diets consist-
ing solely of hay or ensiled grass or by grazing. “The most 
important thing in feeding a dairy cow is meeting her nutri-
tional requirements,” Andrew explains. “And feeding a cow is 
the most expensive part of the entire dairy operation.”

To meet the nutritional needs of the milking herd, farmers 
supplement the feed with high-energy corn meal. Connecti-
cut farms lack the necessary acreage to produce corn meal, 
requiring farmers to import it from the Midwest. Unfortunately, 
the recent increase in ethanol production has caused a mas-
sive increase in the price of corn meal. Snaplage would be 
a less expensive replacement for a portion of the cornmeal 
added to feed.

To produce snaplage, corn silage equipment can be 
adapted to snap and chop the entire ear of corn containing 
the grain, cob and husk. Andrew’s research will determine the 
nutritional value of snaplage and the percentage of cornmeal 
to replace with snaplage. “We need to determine the feed-
ing value of snaplage for dairy cattle, as well as the effect of 
snaplage on rumen health,” Andrew explains.              

In addition to reducing feed costs for dairy farmers, there 
may be environmental implications as well. High-grade feed 
results in cows that produce more milk, which in turn reduces 
the number of cows needed in the herd. Andrew says, “There 
are data showing a smaller carbon footprint with fewer high-
yielding cows, than larger herds of lower-producing cows.” 

This project will also enhance sustainability of Northeast 
dairy farms, while reducing the environmental impact of trans-
porting corn from the Midwest to the Northeast. 

By Kim Markesich

Mastitis, an infection of the mammary glands or udder, 
is the number one disease affecting dairy cows, resulting 
in losses to the dairy industry upwards of two billion dollars 
annually. While most mastitis-causing bacteria do not af-
fect human health, there are a few mastitis pathogens that 
cause illness in people, although these are killed through the 
pasteurization process. Consuming raw milk, however, does 
put one at a slight risk of contracting foodborne illness.   

Mastitis is an economic issue for dairy farmers. The 
infection reduces milk production and may affect milk- 
synthesizing tissue, whereby some cows never regain  
their former milk production capacity.

The greatest use of antibiotics for dairy cows is in  
the treatment of mastitis, during which time farmers must 
discard any milk produced by the cow until the milk is  
tested, the cow is healthy and the milk is free from any 
antibiotic residue. 

“The most important thing in feeding a dairy cow is meeting her  

nutritional requirements, And feeding a cow is the most expensive 

part of the entire dairy operation.”

–Sheila Andrew

Sheila 
ANDREW
Professor
Department of Animal Science
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Andrew is investigating the use of ultrasound technol-
ogy for mastitis detection. Farm veterinarians regularly use 
ultrasound units as a diagnostic tool to detect pregnancies 
after breeding. Ultrasound would be utilized to examine  
tissue density within the four quarters of the mammary 
gland. This technology could lead to earlier detection of 
mastitis and treatment before any infection could spread 
within the herd.

In another research project, Andrew examined  
commercially available clay-based acidic bedding condi-
tioner to determine whether the product reduces mastitis  
infections. These bedding materials are designed to absorb 
moisture and create an environment less hospitable to 
bacteria. Andrew found that when used as directed, these 
materials were effective at reducing the number of bacteria 
on teat ends, where bacteria collect and can enter mam-
mary glands.

 High-grade feed results in cows that produce more milk, which in turn reduces the number of cows needed in the herd. There are data showing a 

smaller carbon footprint with fewer high-yielding cows, than larger herds of lower-producing cows.

Andrew is also interested in researching several new 
screening tests that detect antibiotic residues in milk. “Milk 
is regulated by the FDA and is the most highly tested food 
product,” Andrew points out. Every bulk tank of milk is 
screened before transferring it to the milk tanker, and all milk 
is tested again at the plant. Milk is checked for somatic cells 
(indicating infection) and antibiotic residues, in addition to 
nutritional factors such as fat content and protein content. 

Andrew enjoys her outreach work with local dairy 
farmers. “Dairy farmers in Connecticut are intelligent and 
innovative, and I enjoy every day working with them to en-
hance the sustainability of dairy production in Connecticut.”

COLLEGE OF AGRICULTURE AND NATURAL RESOURCES
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Department of Animal Science
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In his molecular microbiology and vaccinology research, 
Steven Geary tackles a wide range of issues. One project 
contributes to the lofty goal of US biosecurity while another 
line of research investigates avian pathogens and includes 
the lowly house finch. Geary, professor and head of the 
Department of Pathobiology and Veterinary Science in the 
College, has received several prestigious grants to help him 
do this research.

Geary’s biosecurity work builds on his experience as 
a Jefferson Science Fellow in 2008-2009 at the Bureau 
of Verification, Compliance and Implementation, Office of 
Biological Weapons Affairs at the US Department of State. 
Part of his assignment in Washington, DC, was to collect 
and analyze data gathered by the intelligence community 
regarding potential biological weapon research and develop-
ment activities in designated countries of interest. Office 
Director Brian Nordmann says Geary “established his value 
as a scientist of great import to the entire interagency com-
munity.”

Back at UConn, Geary is studying the biological sig-
natures in vaccinia virus, a surrogate model for Variola, or 
smallpox. If smallpox were ever to be released as a biological 
weapon, this work would be useful for helping to determine 
the source of the weaponized virus.

In collaboration with other researchers, Geary studies 
host cell signatures that integrate into, or remain tightly as-
sociated with, vaccinia virus during propagation in the labo-
ratory. These signatures provide unique clues as to where 
the bioweapon may have originated and who might have 
produced it. Potentially, if bioterrorists released a smallpox 
bioweapon, investigators could examine the suspect biologi-
cal agent and determine its origins.

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) provided 
a $2.1 million dollar grant for the initial vaccinia virus project 
in which Geary collaborated with researchers at the Pacific 
Northwest National Laboratory (PNNL). The Defense Threat 
Reduction Agency (DTRA) funded the followup $1.5 million 
project for the continuation of this work.

In his second line of research, Geary studies the 
molecular biology and pathogenic mechanisms at work in 
mycoplasmas with the goal of improving avian health. Myco-
plasmas, some of the smallest bacteria known, often move 
around undetected and cause huge problems for the avian 
population. These tiny microorganisms can infect domesti-
cated and wild birds and cost poultry producers substantial 
monetary losses each year.

Researcher Uses Microbiology to Solve Big Problems
By Patsy Evans

The National Poultry Improvement Plan guidelines, devel-
oped by the US Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, 
ranked Mycoplasma gallisepticum as the third most important 
pathogen for poultry, and they recommended measures to 
monitor and control the disease caused by this pathogen in 
the birds. Although M. gallisepticum infection does not result 
in death, it can cause reproductive problems and chronic 
respiratory disease (CRD) in chickens. In addition, it causes 
infectious sinusitis in turkeys.

Currently available vaccines are not sufficient for the 
control of this pathogen. As a result, the poultry industry loses 
approximately $200 million each year. Geary hopes to develop 
vaccines that prevent M. gallisepticum and halt its spread to 
healthy poultry. The resulting safe and effective vaccine could 
be a boon to poultry producers.

Steven 
GEARY

Professor 
Department of Pathobiology  
and Veterinary Science
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Recently, Geary completed research funded by a 
$609,000 grant from the National Science Foundation for the 
comparative analysis of the genome sequences of several 
strains of Mycoplasma gallisepticum. He is continuing this 
work with studies designed to understand the evolution of this 
pathogen in a novel and naive (previously uninfected) host, 
the house finch.

In 1994, the first case of house finch conjunctivitis was 
documented in Virginia. Since then, it has been reported in 
much of the United States. It affects the birds’ eyesight and 
the ability to find food, and their overall health suffers. This 
also makes the house finches more susceptible to predation 
by other animals.

The National Poultry Improvement Plan guidelines ranked Mycoplasma gallisepticum as the third most important pathogen 

for poultry, and they recommended measures to monitor and control the disease caused by this pathogen in the birds.
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Geary studies the spread and genomic characteris-
tics of house finch-associated M. gallisepticum as  
a model of an emerging to endemic pathogen in a  
novel host. Currently, it is not practical to develop a  
M. gallisepticum vaccine and administer it to the wild  
bird population. However, Geary wants to understand 
this evolutionary process. He continues this complex  
genomics research as part of a consortium that  
recently received 2.5 million dollar award from the  
National Institutes of Health.

2 0 1 3  H I G H L I G H T S  O F  R ES E A R C H         2 1



Food Scientist Studies Nutritional  
Benefits of Ornamental Chokeberry
By Kim Markesich

In the world of super foods, berries are nutritional winners, and 
the chokeberry tops the list for its rich pigments that contain 
scores of beneficial phytochemicals.

Bradley Bolling, assistant professor in the Department of 
Nutritional Sciences, heads a research team focusing on the 
aronia berry, as well as other functional foods.

When Bolling arrived at UConn in 2010 after completing 
a postdoctoral fellowship at the Tufts University Jean Mayer 
USDA Human Nutrition Research Center on Aging, he was 
fascinated by Mark Brand’s chokeberry research. Brand is a 
professor in the Department of Plant Science and Landscape 
Architecture. 

Brand had been researching the genetics of the wild 
type of chokeberry, Aronia melanocarpa, which is native to 
New England and North America. Aronia was already a useful 
landscape crop: hardy in cold climates and bearing attractive 
dark berries in shades of red, purple and black. Bolling’s inter-
est was piqued when the aronia berries proved to be rich in 
polyphenols. 

Initially, Brand began studying aronia as a native land-
scape shrub to replace the invasive Japanese barberry 
and winged euonymus. He says, “No one else in the United 
States was working on aronia and it had great potential as an 
ornamental due to its cultural adaptability, white spring flow-
ers, summer and fall fruit and good fall colors. Soon, I became 
aware of aronia’s potential as a nutraceutical fruit crop and 
reworked my research priorities to include plant improvement 
for both ornamental and nutraceutical purposes.”

“We’re very interested in aronia, as each berry in this 
group has its own polyphenol profile,” says Bolling. “We’re look-
ing at the genetically wild type to identify potentially interesting 
genotypes that Dr. Brand could use to increase phytochemical 
content in a way that benefits health.”

Brand began his aronia tissue culture research in the 
early 1990s. One of his undergraduate students was Bill Cullina, 
now a well-known horticultural author and executive director 
of the Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens. Brand says, “I like to 
think that Bill’s involvement with aronia helped to cultivate his 
interest in native plants, for which he is now a well-respected 
authority.”

From a taste perspective, chokeberry is tart and may not 
garner wide consumer appeal. Bolling is collaborating with 
Valerie Duffy, professor in the Department of Allied Health Sci-
ences, to identify ways to make aronia juice more palatable. 
She says, “The high levels of antioxidant nutrients in aronia 
juice are terrific for health but challenging for taste and liking. 

The juice has sourness, bitterness and some astringency, 
which is a drying feeling, but a wonderful fruity flavor. Some 
individuals like the juice as it is. For most people, we’ll have 
to figure out how to enhance the natural sweetness and 
fruitiness to make an enjoyable beverage. To get the nutrient 
benefit, people have to like and drink the berry juice.”

In one study, Bolling is studying the potential of aronia 
berry to ease symptoms of inflammatory bowel disease (IBD). 
“We have some very interesting preliminary data in mice 
models,” Bolling says. “It looks very promising. We already 
know that children who consume the highest amount of fruit 
are at the lowest risk for developing IBD later on. We’re trying 
to understand the role of this in the initiation and progression 
of the disease.” 

Bradley 
BOLLING

 Assistant Professor 
Department of Nutritional 
Sciences

“It looks very promising. We already know that children who  

consume the highest amount of fruit are at the lowest risk for devel-

oping inflammatory bowel disease later on. We’re trying to under-

stand the role of this in the initiation and progression of the disease.” 

–Bradley Bolling
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While these studies could eventually lead to dietary 
recommendations for IBD sufferers, Bolling points out that 
more research needs to be completed before dietary guide-
lines are publicized. “Diet is very appealing to people because 
it’s something that can be changed quickly. There’s a trend to 
sensationalize these things, but our studies have been done 
in animals and need to be conducted in human populations.”

Several other studies on aronia berry are in progress, 
including one funded by the Connecticut Department of Public 
Health, that examines the benefit of an aronia berry dietary 
supplementation with former smokers. Another study is using 
a mouse model to look at the cardiovascular health benefits of 
aronia berry. 

In a project funded through the Almond Board of Cali-
fornia, Bolling is studying the phytochemicals in almonds. He 
has discovered two new classes of polyphenols in almonds. 
The first, in the category of stilbenes, a compound similar to 
the resveratrol found in wine, was present in low levels but 
was a surprise discovery nonetheless. “We did not know that 
almonds have this capability to synthesize these types of 
compounds,” Bolling says.

The second find is an ellagitannin, which is a similar 
type of compound found in pomegranates. This compound 
was identified at 15 mg per 100 grams of almonds, a fairly 
significant content. 

“Polyphenols are a broad class of compounds that 
are chemically diverse. We are working to understand the 
metabolic fate of these compounds and how they are 
metabolized in the body. People have unique capacities to 
metabolize these polyphenols. From a dietary standpoint, 
we need to learn how these processes affect their ability to 
promote health.”

In a new study funded by the Dairy Research Institute, 
Bolling will conduct a human study on low-fat yogurt con-
sumption and the potential reduction of a type of chronic 
inflammation associated with obesity. 

“Foods have an untapped potential for affecting 
health,” Bolling says. “It’s a challenge to study, but that’s 
what makes it so interesting and promising at the same 
time.”

“Foods have an untapped potential for affecting health. It’s a challenge to study, but that’s 

what makes it so interesting and promising at the same time.”

–Bradley Bolling
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The Connecticut Fitness And Nutrition Clubs In Motion (CT 
FANs IM) is a 4-H STEM after-school and summer program and 
integrated extension and research project, educating third and 
fourth graders in nutrition, fitness and gardening. The program 
is presented in collaboration with area 4-H clubs.

CT FANs IM is supported by a five-year $2.5 million grant 
from USDA’s National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) 
and is an offshoot of the original 4-H FANS program, which also 
focused on fitness and nutrition for school-aged children and 
their families.

“We’re bridging community connections with Extension, 
by serving youth and families in under-served areas,” says 
Umekia Taylor, associate educator and project director. “With 
the startling statistics on obesity in our country, I find it exciting 
to promote healthy lifestyles by combining nutrition and fitness 
in programs that engage our youth.”

Taylor has assembled a team of nutrition and fitness 
extension specialists in a collaborative effort between the 
College’s Department of Extension and UConn Department 
of Kinesiology, part of the Neag School of Education. Team 
members include Ana Gómez, assistant research professor; 
Lisa Kraimer-Rickaby, program specialist; and German Cutz, 
extension educator in sustainable families and communities. 
Joining them are 4-H healthy living liaison Wanda Hamilton, 
program administrator Rineicha Otero and program assistant 
Linda Castro.

“The factors that contribute to childhood obesity are 
complex and unique to the individual,” Gómez says. “Poor food 
choices and physical inactivity are behaviors we can target 
that have long lasting effects.”

The program kicked off at Meriden’s Roger Sherman 
Elementary School in October 2012 and is expanding to include 
schools in Danbury, Willimantic, Waterbury and New Haven. 4-H 
teen mentors work with students to engage them in fun activi-
ties that promote heath, such as fitness games, healthy meal 
preparation and gardening. Special guests such as chefs, fit-
ness experts and master gardeners are brought in to work with 
the children and their families. Children prepare healthy snacks 
and learn how to make fitness part of their daily lives.

This program incorporates gardening as well. Students 
have created a school garden and maintain it during the sum-
mer program. Produce is harvested and used in food demon-
strations or taken home by students to cook for meals.

“The youth in the program absorb the material and are 
very receptive to the information and activities presented,” 
says Castro. “Parents are happy to see their children excited 
and motivated.”

Parents asked to join in during the original 4-H FANs pro-
gram. They wanted to bring those healthy lifestyle changes to 
their entire family. In response, monthly 4-H family nights were 
created, where families spend an evening together exercising 
and creating healthy meals and snacks.

Physical fitness is a vital component of the project. “The 
expanded program aims to educate children and parents by 
using innovative approaches to improve knowledge of nutri-
tion and exercise,” Gómez explains. Gómez and Kraimer-Rick-
aby work together to assess the students at the beginning 
and end of the project, as well as in longitudinal follow-up 
assessments.

“One of the unique aspects of the CT FANs IM is the ad-
dition of a research component that over time will track how 
the program affects the participants’ knowledge, attitude and 
a range of  behavioral parameters,” says Gómez.

CT FANs IM Teaches Fitness and Nutrition With Fun
By Kim Markesich

“I find it exciting to promote healthy lifestyles by combining  

nutrition and fitness in programs that engage our youth.”

–Umekia Taylor
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Kraimer-Rickaby focuses on self-esteem, family support 
and general emotional functioning. She says, “It’s particularly 
important to look at family support because programs that are 
family based are much more successful due to the continuity 
between school and home.”

The physical assessment includes fitness measures 
such as flexibility, strength and endurance. Students are mea-
sured for height, weight, BMI and body composition.  “The pro-
gram is promoting positive social change in the community by 
educating young children on essential skills,” says Otero. She 
joined 4-H FANs as a 4-H teen mentor for the summer nutrition 
program in New Haven, eventually becoming a supervisor. She 
recently received her BS degree from the College of Agricul-
ture and Natural Resources in nutritional sciences.

“We are committed to making a sustained positive impact 
on the lives of children by implementing fun and creative pro-
grams that empower children and their parents to make more 
informed healthy lifestyle choices,” says Gómez.

“A side benefit is that we will expose kids to cutting edge 
science on diet and exercise, and demystify the research 
process within these vulnerable communities, which I believe 
will be instrumental in helping them determine what makes a 
healthy lifestyle as they transition into adulthood.”

“One of the unique aspects of the CT FANs IM is the addition of a research component that over time will track how the program affects 

the participants’ knowledge, attitude and a range of behavioral parameters.” 

-Ana Gómez.
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